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The ULLs focused on in this paper 
arise in the context of research about 
“the encounters between the city and 
the arts, the emergence of new urban-
ities.”  The main research arguments 
deal with: (i) how the city uses the arts 
as a way of valorizing itself, as a form 
of protest and as a means of reclaim-
ing qualities that it has lost; (ii) in turn, 
the arts and artists consider the city as 
a means of stimulating inspiration, a 
sort of platform to strengthen rela-
tionships and to disseminate artworks; 
(iii) these encounters are responsible 
for triggering city transformations, 
creating new ways of producing urban 
places which promote social justice 
and creativity, developing new urbani-
ties, and reinforcing or reinventing lo-
cal identities. These transformations 
correspond to the central concept of 
our research, which is the culture sce-
ne. 
The European contemporary city 
results from the conjunction of several 
layers related to different visions and 
models about what the city should be. 
On the one hand, the hegemonic 
powers imposed their visions in order 
to maintain and reinforce the estab-
lished political order. On the other 
hand, resistance movements tried to 
avenge alternative visions for cities, 
provoking conflict and tension locally 
or within a wider scope. Sometimes 
these alternative views are concre-
tized in certain circumscribed spaces, 
either as ways of relieving the re-
sistance pressure or because the au-
thorities have difficulty in controlling 
these spaces. Such conflicts arise as 
“seeds of change” and even as levers 
of urban social innovation. New urban-
ities resulting from these “seeds” fol-
low the vision that “another city is 
possible!” arguing for the existence of 
alternatives between the modern and 
the neoliberal city models (Borja 2011). 
The commonalities of these alterna-
tives are focused on values such as: 
citizen/human scaling; the encour-
agement of proximity relations; the 
creation of a green and healthy city; 
social innovation; pluralism and inter-
action; and justice and democracy. 
The arts and the artists themselves 
both play crucial roles in contempo-
rary cities, either by reinforcing and 
idealizing mainstream agents and in-
stitutions or through actively protest-
ing and promoting socio-territorial in-
novation boosting and enhancing the 
new urbanities (figure 1). The next fig-
ure shows the links between the arts 
and artists to the “flagships” of the 
neoliberal city (grand museums, opera 
houses, international fairs, exhibitions 
and so on), contributing towards the 
significant increase of the economic 
value of certain urban spaces: “at the 
neighbourhood level, the presence or 
introduction of a particular cultural 
worker or consumer can be modelled 
and tested for impacts on surrounding 
property values, retail businesses, 
building vacancy rates, jobs, and in-
come” (Markusen & Gadwa 2010, 382). 
But in Lisbon, both the arts and artists 
are also central protagonists of urban 
alternative movements and initiatives, 
of urban ideals and real utopias 
(Wright 2010). In this regard, it is this 
latter idea that we focus on in this on-
going research. 
In relation to the recent economic 
and political crises and the subsequent 
austerity policies, southern European 
cities have seen the emergence of 
many bottom-up artistic initiatives 
driven by political, social and civic 
goals. Often these actions are sup-
ported by local authorities—based on 
proximity commitments—contrib-
uting expressly to the revitalization of 
urban places. Why arts and artists? 
Arts have the power to amplify com-
munication and to transcend the quar-
rels of daily life, allowing people to 
express their deep sentiments and ex-
pectations. The artistic domain also 
typically anticipates more desired fu-
tures (Ruby 2002; Smiers 2005). 
We aim to explore and debate re-
cent urban artistic experiences con-
verging in certain city areas configur-
ing cultural scenes (Straw 2004; Silver, 
Clark & Navarro 2010; Silver, Clark & 
Graziul 2011; Kotarba & LaLone 2014; 
Silver & Clark 2015), in other words, 
spaces that concentrate meeting ven-
ues for artists and intellectuals as well 
as places where their works are re-
vealed and commercialized. Normally, 
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In the context of action research, Urban Living Labs are proving to be particularly rele-
vant in terms of encouraging reflection and debate in regards to urban spatial problems 
and their transformation, especially in relation to allowing experiences involving the 
various actors and agents present in certain places. This article discusses the framework 
of the research, including the role which the Arts and artists themselves play in the 
transformation of the city, in order to find alternatives to the dominant models. We de-
fine the concept of the artistic and cultural scene (a mix of one place and a whole net-
work, characterized by critical thinking, the effervescence/disquiet and energy), where 
will be located the Urban Living Lab. This reflection is geographically located in the city 
of Lisbon, Portugal 
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